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BIBLIOGRAPHY  OF  YORUBA  SCULPTURE 

Herbert  M.  Cole  Ro^t  Ffrris  Thompson 

Columbia  University  Yale  University 

INTRODUCTION 

The  literature  on  Yoruba  sculpture  and  sculpture-related  problems  is  extensive,  but 
as  yet  there  is  no  publication  which  describes  the  true  range  and  depth  of  the  art. 
This  bibliography,  therefore,  is  designed  not  as  an  exhaustive  survey  but  as  an  aid 
to  further  research.  The  list  has  two  sections:  the  first  contains  sources  on  the 
Yoruba,  the  second,  general  handbooks  and  exhibition  catalogues.  Asterisks  in  the 
index  mark  those  works  which  provide  the  most  detailed,  careful,  or  latest  studies 
of  a  given  subject.  Certain  kinds  of  research  concern  the  relationship  between 
Yoruba  sculpture  and  the  arts  of  Nok,  Ancient  Ife,  "Great  Benin",  Esie,  and  the  tra- 
ditional sculpture  of  contemporaneous  neighboring  peoples.   In  the  interest  of  brev- 
ity however,  most  references  on  these  other  styles  have  not  been  included.  Much  un- 
published data  has  also  been  excluded;  for  this  kind  of  material  the  student  is  re- 
ferred to  the  archives  of  the  Western  Region  Secretariat  (ibadan,  Nigeria),  the  ar- 
chives in  the  Nigerian  Museum  (Lagos),  and  the  IRAN  archive  (Porto  Novo,  Dahomey). 

In  addition  to  commonly  known  types  of  wood  sculpture  —  figures,  masks,  headdresses, 
staffs,  houseposts,  and  doors  —  Yoruba  artists  created  works  in  wrought  iron,  brass, 
pottery,  ivory,  beads,  leather,  and  stone.  Most  of  these  objects  served  various  cults, 
each  of  which  has  its  own  repertory  of  songs,  dances,  and  symbols. 

The  richness  and  complexity  of  this  sculpture  is  a  function  of  many  interrelated  fac- 
tors :  over  five  million  people  divided  into  ethnic  sub-groups  unified  by  language;  an 
old  and  unusual  tradition  of  urbanism;  an  extensive  pantheon  of  spirits  (brisa),  at 
least  twelve  of  which  call  for  sculptural  forms  recognized  across  Yorubaland;  an  elab- 
orate cosmology;  a  complex  social  and  political  organization;  a  frequent  interaction 
of  sculpture,  music,  and  dance;  and  a  well-developed  sense  of  artistic  quality.   Only 
recently,  however,  have  scholars  begun  to  communicate  the  originality  of  Yoruba  artis- 
tic thought  and  the  complexity  of  iconography,  and  to  classify  sculpture  into  styles 
and  schools. 


*  *  * 


The  earliest  written  descriptions  of  Yoruba  sculpture  in  situ,  as  far  as  can  be  deter- 
mined, are  the  journals  of  Captain  Clapperton  and  Richard  Lander,  published  respective- 
ly in  1829  and  1832.   Clapperton  briefly  mentions  sculpture  at  Ijana  —  they  are  great 
carvers;  their  doors,  drums,  and  everything  of  wood  is  carved"  ~  but  it  is  not  until 
he  reaches  the  former  capital  of  the  Yoruba  that  he  further  mentions  secular  sculpture, 
headdresses  for  the  Egungun  cult,  and  royal  housepost  iconography. 

Richard  Lander  was  the  first  person  to  document  twin  cult  statuettes  and  part  of  their 
ritual.  He  must  have  been  struck  with  the  expression  of  the  pieces  he  saw  for  he  adds: 
"None  could  be  induced  to  part  with  these  affectionate  little  memorials.   He  was  also 
the  first  to  publish  a  drawing  of  Yoruba  sculpture,  a  figurated  stool  now  in  the  British 
Museum.  The  stylistic  contrasts  between  the  human  figures  which  decorate  this  stool  and 
early  19th  century  twin  statuettes  in  the  British,  Cambridge,  and  Linden  Museums  suggest 
that  Yoruba  sculpture  was  divided  into  schools  in  1830,  as  it  is  today. 

The  reports  of  other  19th  century  travelers,  adventurers,  and  missionaries  contain  some 
useful  units  of  information,  all  of  which  must  be  approached  with  caution  when  drawing 
art  historical  conclusions.   Perhaps  the  major  exception  is  The  History  of  the  Yorubas, 


published  in  1921  but  written  by  Samuel  Johnson,  himself  a  Yoruba,  before  the  turn  of 
the  century. 

The  serious  analysis  of  Yoruba  sculpture  for  its  own  sake  begins  with  the  writings  of 
Leo  Frobenius .  Despite  the  romantic  flair  of  his  reports  —  he  announced  the  redis- 
covery of  Lost  Atlantis  in  his  archaeological  finds  at  lle-Iffe,  the  holy  city  of  the 
Yoruba  —  a  wealth  of  useful  material  can  be  carefully  extracted  from  his  works.   His 
most  useful  text  is  perhaps  Die  Atlantische  Gotterlehre  (1926).   P.  A.  Talbot,  long  a 
resident  of  Nigeria,  did  field  work  among  various  Yoruba  groups;  his  valuable  ethno- 
graphic reports  are  often  refined  to  sub-ethnic  levels . 

The  studies  of  William  Bascom  provide  Yoruba  scholarship  with  a  new  caution  and  pre- 
cision.  His  1944  "The  Sociological  Role  of  the  Yoruba  Cult  Group"  is  still  the  best 
work  of  its  kind.   P.  C.  Lloyd  and  W.  B.  Schwab  also  provide  a  valuable  anthropologi- 
cal base  for  art  history.   The  contributions  of  William  Fagg,  beginning  in  the  19^0's, 
have  been  very  significant.  Fagg  was  one  of  the  first  scholars  to  attack  the  problem 
of  anonymity  in  African  art;  individual  masters  and  more  carefully  defined  style  areas 
take  on  new  prominence  because  of  his  writings. 

Ulli  Beier's  studies  are  the  produce  of  long  residence  in  one  of  the  principal  cities 
of  Yorubaland;  his  articles  are  brief,  sympathetic,  well-illustrated  documents  of  sur- 
viving pockets  of  traditional  religion  and  art  in  modern  Nigeria.   Pierre  Verger's 
monumental  comparison  of  the  praise  names  of  Yoruba  spirits  worshipped  in  Bahia, 
Brazil,  with  their  ancestral  and  contemporary  expressions  in  Yorubaland  will  continue 
to  be  essential  for  studies  of  Yoruba  iconography.   Peter  Morton-Williams  has  added 
depth  to  our  understanding  of  Yoruba  religion  and  art;  his  treatise  on  the  religion 
and  cult  organization  of  the  Oyo  Yoruba  is  especially  notable.  The  work  of  Joan 
Wescott  marks  the  beginning  of  intensive  art  historical  analysis;  her  article  on  the 
iconography  of  the  trickster  spirit  will  remain  a  landmark  of  the  literature. 

The  future  of  Yoruba  scholarship  is  promising.  William  Fagg  and  Leon  Underwood  are 
writing  a  book  on  twin  statuettes;  Joan  Wescott  and  Peter  Morton-Williams  plan  a  joint 
volume  on  art  and  religion  and  Wescott  is  writing  a  volume  on  form,  function,  and 
style.   Robert  Farris  Thompson  is  writing  a  book  about  aesthetics,  dance  and  sculpture 
in  interaction,  and  artistic  biography;  Pierre  Verger  is  at  work  on  a  volume  on  the 
god  of  fate;  Father  Kevin  Carroll  plans  to  publish  a  study  of  traditional  and  Christian 
sculpture;  John  Pic ton  is  surveying  the  sculpture  and  ethnography  of  the  northeast 
Yoruba;  Denis  Williams  is  specializing  in  the  metal  arts  of  the  Yoruba  and  related 
peoples;  and  Kenneth  Murray  is  completing  a  census  of  pre-19l8  sculpture  in  European 
and  North-American  museums .  Murray  has  established  the  huge  study  collection  of 
Yoruba  sculpture  in  the  Nigerian  Museum  which  provides  a  broad  base  for  the  increas- 
ing number  of  Africans  interested  in  their  own  rich  artistic  heritage. 

Undoubtedly  other  specialized  and  general  studies  will  appear  in  the  future.   This 
bibliography  is  an  invitation  to  further  study  of  one  of  the  world's  richest  veins 
of  sculpture,  a  wealth  which  has  confounded  all  but  the  most  prudent  of  generaliza- 
tions . 
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